WORSHIP AT HOME

with UCC Westerly
during the Covid-19 outbreak

June 14, 2020

Create a small worship space in your home
here. Add a candle, a bible and perhaps a small
4ner bouquet!

. Ifyou are doing this on your own, settle into your

hip space around 9:30am on Sunday and begin.

» your list of prayer concerns. Then sit in silence and
~_ur mind calm down. When you reach the Prayer
; in the service, aloud or just in your own mind, ask
B O bless each of the persons and situations on your
#.nd with the Lord’s Prayer in whatever words are
comfortable for you.

If you are joining in the prayers during the

book Live broadcast, before worship take a few

tes to send them to me via text, email or Facebook
age. It is helpful for me to receive them at least 30
tes before the service begins.

1 A reminder I will be streaming our worship
service on Facebook Live beginning at 9:45am. You can
still access it even if you are not on Facebook by going to

the church website, www.uccwesterly.org, and clicking on the Facebook icon on
the homepage.

~ A~~~

Light your candle as a reminder of God’s presence with you

Gathering Music — “The Lord’s My Shepherd”

[MUSIC: Edward Broughton. © 2000, Lorenz Publishing Co. All rights reserved. Reprinted under ONE
LICENSE#A-734569}

CALL TO WORSHIP [Touch Holiness, Duck & Tirabassi, Editors, p. 94]

You were not made for the sabbath, but the sabbath was made for you.

We choose to gather on this sabbath to worship, to pray and to share with one
another.

We choose compassion and justice and healing. In this sabbath time together we
choose life.

OPENING SONG — “Christ for the World We Sing”
[WORDS: Samuel Wolcott & MUSIC: Feliece de Giardini; Public Domain. Reprinted under ONE
LICENSE#A-734569]

1. Christ for the World we sing, the world to Christ we bring,



With loving zeal; the poor and them that mourn, the faint and overborne,
Sinsick and sorrow-worn, whom Christ doth heal.

2. Christ for the world we sing, the world to Christ we bring,
With fervent prayer; the wayward and the lost, by restless passions
tossed, Redeemed at countless cost, from dark despair.

3. Christ for the world we sing, the world to Christ we bring,
With one accord; with us the work to share, with us reproach to dare,
With us the cross to bear, for Christ our Lord.

UNISON PRAYER OF REFLECTION [Touch Holiness, Duck & Tirabassi, Editors, p. 102]
O holy God, we know the beauty of this June day and we are grateful.
We experience the warm stirring of summer and the fullness of
bountiful earth, and we are grateful. We share the love of family and
friends and the family and friendship that is our church, and we are
grateful. Through the grace of Jesus Christ, we know the opportunity
to bring new selves to this new day that we might worship with our
community in joy and thanksgiving and be filled with the good news
we would offer everyone. For all these things we are deeply grateful.
Amen.

SCRIPTURE READING Genesis
12:1-3
Morning Message Blessings Anyone?

Rev. Ruth

A TIME OF PRAYER

Pastoral Prayers

Silent Prayers

The Lord’s Prayer in whatever words are most comfortable for you

OUR RESPONSE TO GOD

Acknowledgement of Gifts & Offerings*

*Doxology “Praise God from whom all blessings flow; Praise Christ all
creatures here below; Praise Holy Spirit, Comforter; One God, Triune, whom

we adore. Amen.”
[WORDS & MUSIC ©2013 Public Domain. Reprinted under ONE LICENSE#A-734569]

CLOSING SONG - “Precious Lord, Take my Hand”
[WORDS & MUSIC: Thomas A. Dorsey. © 1938, 1966 Unichappel Music. All rights reserved. Reprinted
under ONE LICENSE#A-734569]

1. Precious Lord, take my hand, lead me on, let me stand,
I am tired, I am weak, I am worn;
Through the storm, through the night, lead me on to the light:
Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.

2. When my way grows drear, precious Lord, linger near,



When my life is almost gone;
Hear my cry, hear my call, hold my hand lest I fall:
Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.

3. When the darkness appears and the night draws near,
And the day is past and gone,
At the river I stand, guide my feet, hold my hand:
Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.

ANNOUNCEMENTS

A PRAYER OF BENEDICTION -

May God bless you and keep you. May God’s face shine upon you and be gracious
to you. May God’s very being be lifted up upon you and give you peace, this day
and forever more. Amen.

PASSING OF THE PEACE

Music as the Service ends — “Thaxted”
[MUSIC: Gustav Holst, Public Domain. Reprinted under ONE LICENSE#A-734569]

SCRIPTURE READING Genesis
12:1-3
Morning Message Blessings Anyone? Rev. Ruth

A “Remix” of a sermon preached at UCC Westerly on November 6, 2016

If T asked you to name a blessing in your life from this past week, would
you have an answer? What would it be? (pause) And if I asked you how you have
been a blessing to someone in this past week, would you have an answer to that?
That one’s a little tougher, isn’t it. You’d have to think about that one a bit
because usually when we are being a blessing to someone, we often don’t know it.
Like when you hold that door open for someone with their hands full, that can be
more of a blessing than you realize. Like when you take that extra moment to
offer a kind word to someone, or drop a note in the mail, or pick up the phone
and call someone you think might be feeling a little down, that’s being a blessing.
We do things like that all the time, those little kindnesses we offer just because it
seems like the right thing to do in the moment. That’s why when we think about
blessing, the noun of the verb to bless, it just doesn’t seem like all that much to
do. A blessing is a nice thing, a good thing. And to bless a situation or a person
with something we do, that’s a very nice thing. And yet, it just doesn’t seem like
such a big deal. But it is, and this morning’s text from Genesis helps us to
understand why blessing and being blessed is a very big deal.

Part of our confusion, or perhaps it’s more of a lack of appreciation for the
significance of blessing, comes from the different understandings of blessing in
the two different contexts of our lives, the religious and the secular. For example,



in the Westminster Dictionary of the Bible, an obviously religious text, the verb
bless has three specific meanings:
1) To bestow divine favor and confer divine benefits. That’s the kind of
blessing described in this morning’s text from Genesis.
2) To adore God for God’s goodness and return thanks. That’s a lot of the
Psalms.
3) To invoke God’s favor on someone. That’s also in this morning’s text as
one of the expectations of Abram’s blessing by God.
Now compare this with the secular definitions of bless from Webster’s Dictionary

1) To hallow or consecrate by religious rite;

2) To make the sign of the cross on or over;

3) To invoke divine care for; (well, that’s a little similar)
4) To praise, glorify;

5) To confer prosperity or happiness upon;

6) To protect, preserve.

Funny, isn’t it, that when you take God out of the sense of the word bless, it
just doesn’t have the same impact, the same weight to it. For one thing, the
secular definition reduces the act of blessing to mundane physical action — to
consecrate by religious rite or to make the sign of the cross — or to just words.
Praise and glorify what? Ourselves? Why? To what purpose? To confer
prosperity or happiness or protection? That feels like some sort of power
dynamic where one person decides another person is or is not worthy of
something. On what basis, we have to wonder? Who decides what’s fair, what’s
just? That conversation is front and center right now in so many ways as we
emerge from the Covid 19 shutdown and as protests and debates continue in the
aftermath of George Floyd’s murder. Yes, blessing without God feels a bit empty.
Maybe even a bit too subjective for comfort. And yet blessing remains for us in
the church a powerful word.

These few verses we read this morning from Genesis mark a significant
shift in the relationship between God and the man he had chosen to be the
patriarch of the Israelites. This text actually lays out a rather specific agreement
between God and Abram, soon to become Abraham. The first verse is a
command from God to Abram: “Go from your country and your kindred and
your father’s house to that land that I will show you.” Go where I tell you to go,
God says to Abram. Interesting that God doesn’t say why. God doesn’t explain
God’s reasoning for this command. God just says do it.

God does, however, explain what will happen if Abram does as commanded. “I
will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great,
so that you will be a blessing.” If you do this thing I am telling you to do, God
says to Abram, then I will do something for you. You and your ancestors will
become a great nation. You yourself will be a great and well-known man. You
will be so great that you will be a blessing to others just by being who you are.
Two interesting points are contained within this little exchange between God and
Abram. First God’s promise of blessing contains within it the expectation that



God’s command will be fulfilled by Abram before the blessing is given. You will
do what I tell you to do in order to get the blessing, God says. This is a quid pro
quo situation, for sure. God has expectations which Abram must meet. No
freebie blessings here just for Abram being a nice guy. He’s got to do something
specific. He’s got to leave everything and everyone he knows and just travel until
God tells him to stop.

Now, granted, if he does this, there’s a lot in it for him. Power, fame, and
everything that comes with those two things. But still, no freebies. Time for you
to put your actions where your mouth is, Abram, God says. It’s time to step up
and step out in faith. Do what I tell you to do because I tell you to. So, there’s
definitely a power dynamic in play here and God has all the power. Or does he?
What would have happened, do you suppose, if Abram said no. No, I don’t want
to go. No, I like where I am just fine, thank you very much. No, I have all I need
right here? If Abram had said no, is that when the cursing would have kicked in?
Would God have gotten angry? Would God have taken it all back? We don’t
know. Because Abram didn’t say no. Abram did as God commanded.
Apparently, it didn’t occur to him NOT to. And therein lies the difference
between Abram and us.

That also brings us to the second interesting point in this exchange
between Abram and God. And clearly, Abram was smart enough to pick up on
this right away. Implicit in God’s promise of blessing to Abram if he followed
God’s command to go to a new land guided by God is that he would become a
great leader of a great people and that means one thing — power. Abram would
have to have power to accomplish what God was promising to bless him with.
Abram would have to have power to be a great leader, to find his way forward
overcoming who knows what challenges and difficulties. Abram would also need
wisdom and faith and courage to be all these things God promised him he would
be. Abram knew that God would provide him with whatever he needed to
become this incredible person God was saying he could become and that’s why
Abram did as God asked. Abram trusted God to provide what would be needed
so that God’s promised blessings to Abram would become reality.

Abram’s faith, Abram’s trust in God is why we can claim to be heirs of that
ancient promise still today. We are the part of all those families God said would
still claiming Abram’s blessing from God today. We are still being blessed by God
just as God blessed Abram, blessed to be blessings on God’s behalf in the world.
Imagine that! Circles of blessings that have come down through the millennia
originating in that ancient blessing given by God to Abram and continuing on
through us into the future spiraling onward as far as we dare imagine. Blessed to
be a blessing — that’s us here in God’s church, and it always has been.

But what does that mean for us today, exactly? How is God asking us to be
a blessing as individuals, as a church? Uncovering, recovering, discovering all the
possible answers to that question IS the work of the church! It’s what we do all
the time. We know we are called by God to be blessings in the world. We even



know the basic boundaries within which we do that blessing work. Jesus taught
us that! We are to love God with all that we are and all that we have and we are to
love our neighbors as ourselves. How we make that teaching of Jesus alive in our
lives and in this church each week IS how we become a blessing as God expects us
to be. We do that as the church, yes, but we primarily do it as individuals striving
to be followers of Jesus making a difference in the world. The church is where we
come to figure out what to do and how to do it. We may fear we have lost sight of
this aspect of being the church in these long days and weeks of the Covid 19 shut-
down, but, dear ones, let me assure we haven’t! Our face masks ministry makes
that clear! All the calls and notes and support you have poured out to each other
and the community in which we live and minister makes that clear. Yes, the
church is where we come to practice what it means to be a blessing and to be
strengthened in this always challenging business of blessing. Yes, the church is
where we come to be nurtured for this work and sustained in the doing of it. The
church is where we come to remember who and whose we are and why it matters
in this fragile, broken world where blessing seems like an increasingly rare
commodity. And the most valuable lesson that our Covid 19 experience has
taught us is that the church is us — the people of the church. It is not the
building. The building is simply a tool we use in our pursuit of responding to
God’s call as this community of faith.

The simple truth is, dear friends, that our church — the people and the
building — what we support with our pledges and our gifts and offerings each
week. Our church is our gathering place where we learn and practice being the
blessings God promised to Abram and still promises to us today. Like Abram, we
still must follow God’s command to go and then to do what God needs us to do.
For most of us that going is fairly simple, like attending worship online or a Zoom
meeting or calling a friend who needs some company or helping with a service
project like sewing face masks or weeding the pollinator garden.

Dear ones, God calls us to go and do and God showers us with blessings
just as God promised so long ago. Blessings come in many forms — everything
from a breathtaking sunrise to a sticky smile from a four year old with an ice
cream cone. But blessings they are. And blessings we become over and over
again, if we just remember to be who God asks us to be, doing what God asks us
to do. Blessed to be a blessing. I'm in. How about you? Amen.



